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This book contains descriptions of sibling abuse which happened before the story starts, though the abusive sibling in question was being impersonated by a fairy at the time.

I have stewed over how best to write the second part of this note. The short version would probably be “internalized fatphobia, not resolved in the text.” Elsyn is a character whose size has been weaponized against her, and she doesn’t get over the resulting emotional damage in the space of this book. She gains insight and practice in existing in the world as a fat person, but there is no triumphal moment. Elsyn’s internal monologue of shame is a result of the specific abuse and neglect she has experienced, not pervasive cultural hatred of fat people. Other fat people exist in her world without the same level of emotional distress.
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Elsyn was pretending she couldn't see the goblin perched in the tree.

Of the twenty-two sacred cows kept by the high temple, six were currently in milk. Pumpkin had twin bull calves and was perfectly happy. Cabbage and Parsnip each had an exceedingly large heifer calf. But Squash and Onion, both prodigious milkers, had produced puny offspring this spring, who could barely empty half their udders. Turnip's calf had been stillborn—harbinger of the awful things the year was to bring, Elsyn thought grimly. So twice daily, Elsyn took out the milking stool and a bucket and herded the milkers into the southern paddock. She took an extra bag of oats to reward the three who didn't need her for letting her check their teats for redness and their milk for lumps.

Five years ago, the temple had kept at least a hundred cattle, but that didn't bear thinking about.

The goblin had folded himself into the branches of a gnarled pine that grew on top of one of the many hillocks that rumpled the holy pasture. He was dark brown and wore dark clothing, so perhaps he thought he would pass for a shadow, pressed against the trunk of the tree.

The tufted tail is rather noticeable, Elsyn thought. Besides that, he was a large creature and didn't fold to a particularly compact size. Perhaps he wasn't used to going among humans.

She wasn't quite used to having goblins in the palace. There had been a small contingent left behind after the coronation three weeks ago, but a second,  more numerous group had just arrived the previous night. This fellow was one of the second party.

Elsyn finished with Squash and turned to Onion, shoving a calf's nose away from the bucket.

The goblin had crept out along a branch and peered down toward her when she next caught a glimpse of him out of the corner of her eye. She took the stool and moved it to Turnip, who shifted and sighed with relief when she started to milk.

“Poor old girl,” she muttered, thumping the cow's side affectionately. Turnip had been trying to steal one of Pumpkin's calves since spring, and Pumpkin was having none of it.

When the cow's udder was empty, Elsyn flipped the hinged lid down on the bucket, tucked the stool under her arm, and before she could lose her nerve, strode toward the pine tree.

“Good day to you,” she called upward. “Can I help you with something?”

The goblin didn't move.

“I hope you aren't hiding,” Elsyn said. “Because I can see you perfectly well.”

After a minute the goblin slid down to a lower branch and bent his face toward hers.

It was a striking face, dominated by a pair of enormous orange eyes shot through with amber and gold. He looked very much like a human, though not quite. His nose had a nice arch and sharp divots to either side, and the two tusks protruding from his lower jaw gave his mouth a surly twist. This close, she could see the layer of fine fur covering his skin. His ears were large and pointed, almost cat-like, and the hair on his face rose into a stiff black crest that arched over his skull. The overall effect was handsome but startling.

He balanced on the branch like an acrobat or a leopard, claws on his feet and his hands digging into the bark, his tail held out stiff behind him for balance.

“Sir?” she prompted, when he said nothing.

“When did you learn to milk cows?” the goblin asked, his voice a gravelly baritone.

“I suppose I was thirteen,” Elsyn said, flinching a bit at the memory. If this year had been bad, that one had been infinitely worse.

“They listen to you,” he said, jerking his chin at Turnip, who had followed Elsyn, lowing mournfully.

“All the priests of the Two-Bodied God can speak to cattle.”

“Yes, but they listen to you,” he repeated. “That big calf could have had the milk out of your bucket ten times, if she'd wanted to.”

Elsyn felt her cheeks warm. “Yes, she could have.”

“Can you speak with other animals as well, or just cows?”

“Only cows, so far as I know. The older priests told me that they could usually hear goats and deer, but I haven't had a chance to try. That is—I hear the rats whispering in the granary, and crows laughing, but so does everyone.” She felt at a conversational disadvantage with her hands full, so she set down the stool and put the bucket of milk on top of it and then put her hands on her hips. “Are you looking for someone in particular, or just hoping to speak with a priest generally? I don't mean to be rude, but there's barely anyone left in the high temple anymore, and it's not much to look at, if you're wanting to sight-see. We haven't had a high priest since the winter before last.” She hesitated, before adding, “The last decade has not been kind to us.”

“No one in particular,” the goblin said. “Just wandering around.”
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Kandar had been looking for Elsyn Ardloch, newly-crowned queen of this human country that ran from the mountains in the north and west to the high steppes in the east and down to the sea in the south.

Most significantly to him, it was the country that the goblin road ran into, when it descended from the slightly out-of-register goblin mountains that were just up and to the left of the other range in the north.

He had only a very vague idea of what human queens occupied themselves with, but he did not think it generally included milking cows. He had been told, of course, that Elsyn was a Priest-Queen—the very first in all this realm's history—but somehow his imagination had not stretched to the daily responsibilities of the holy order. Milking seemed like the sort of thing that a person might delegate, once she'd been crowned.

Kandar had been sent south by his cousin the goblin king, whom he loved steadfastly, in service of his queen Taryn, whom Kandar despised. Taryn had spent eleven years under a fairy hill and had correspondingly off-putting habits. She had become something less, or something more, than human during those years, delicately picking her way through fairy magic and fairy politics, being transformed or enchanted on the daily whims of Oberon, the fairy king. Kandar found her itchy on his better days and domineering on her worst. If he were inclined to be honest with himself, which he was not, anything to do with fairies made him nervous.

He had—naturally, he thought—assumed that Taryn's younger sister would be rather like her. It was this assumption that had led him to climb a tree in the paddock where another priest had assured him the young queen was usually to be found in the afternoons. He thought he would learn a great deal about her very quickly when she noticed him.

He might have, but his thoughts became jumbled when Elsyn came over the next hillock, leading a small group of cows. She looked a bit like Taryn, in the sense that a destrier resembles a palfrey; they both had a great mass of black hair, olive complexions, dark brows over great dark eyes, and aquiline noses. Elsyn, however, was a head taller than her sister, with wide shoulders and wide hips under a priest's shift. Taryn had occasional bouts of delicacy, perhaps brought on by many years of restriction and vicious treatment under the fairy hill, but Elsyn looked to be her opposite: a great, powerful, fat woman, the sort of human who could carry a calf under each arm. Her face and shoulders were burnt brown with sun.

She noticed him immediately but got on with milking. The cattle treated her as another cow, one who had oddly chosen to go upright on two legs. They licked her face and chatted with her in small grunts and moos. Each of the sacred cows was a massive beast, with a pair of curving horns that stretched as far above their heads as their backs were above the ground. They observed him, too, with wary intelligence in their large eyes. If he made any impolite advances toward the queen, he would be skewered.

He did not think about anything more for a long while as he watched her intently, until she was standing under the tree, frowning up at him.

“Well,” she said finally. “If you're not looking for anyone, perhaps you should come up to the cheesemaking room with me.”

“I don't need anyone looking after me,” Kandar said. His tail lashed once, involuntarily. That had sounded ruder than he had intended to be.

One corner of Elsyn's mouth tipped up. “No, I'm sure you don't, but if you surprise the bull or the boss cow when you're wandering around, they'll look after you a little less kindly than I will. Besides, there's probably some fresh cheeses that are ready to test.”

She picked up the stool and the bucket of milk again and walked uphill, clearly assuming he would follow.
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Elsyn was stirring the curds from last night's and this morning's milkings over a small flame when the goblin poked his nose around the workshop door. A second nose followed him, that of a black horse with a white blaze up his face.

Hullo hullo, the horse said. I see you've got very nice cheeses in here, very nice cheeses indeed, I don't suppose any are for horses though, none for horses at all...

“You are correct, none are for horses,” Elsyn said firmly, hooking the long cheese spoon from the side of the pot and blocking the door. Delight fluttered in her stomach. She could talk to other animals! And this one spoke so clearly. Usually the cows were quite vague.

The goblin squatted down by the door to the aging room—mostly empty, these days—and watched her with a bemused expression.

“Do you want some oats, though?” she went on.

Oh yes, I like oats, oats are very nice. The horse lipped her hands and then her cheek. Where are the oats?  

“Stir the curds, please,” Elsyn said and handed the goblin the cheese spoon, a little stunned by her own calm. Cheese wasn't to be trusted to any scabby old goblin who wandered into the temple. But it seemed rude to simply ignore the horse—who was, after all, just as much a guest of the palace.

The horse was only too happy to follow her down the length of the temple to one of the grain stores. When the changeling queen had closed the priest-door so the temple could no longer receive shipments of grain from outside the palace, the priests had cordoned off one of the paddocks to grow their own. On the wet, cold hilltop, oats were the only thing that would take, and so they harvested a few bushels each year, stored in the back of the temple and protected by a family of square-faced black cats.

It will be different soon, Elsyn reminded herself. It is my job to make it different.

She closed the half-door on the store, leaving Socks in the main hall, and greeted two of the cats sprawled over the tops of the grain bins. She wasn't sure if she couldn't hear their voices because cats and cows were terribly different, or because they didn't choose to speak with her. One of the cats stood, arched her back, and chirped at Socks, who stretched his neck over the half-door to touch his large nose to her small one.

“What's your friend's name?” she asked, offering him a bucket.

Oh yes oats, these are very good oats, I love oats, Socks said. His name is not oats. His name is Kandar son of Usdar daughter of Erlar daughter of Xhindar daughter of Osar daughter of Haldar. . .

Elsyn's neck prickled uncomfortably. Haldar was the namesake ancestor of the goblin king. She had been told this by the wizard he had sent to the coronation, Ildar.

When she and the horse returned to the workshop the goblin had hunched himself over the cheese pot, poking individual curds with the tip of the spoon.

She's very nice, she has oats in a bucket, you should ask her for oats in a bucket, Socks informed the goblin.

Elsyn firmly shut the workshop door in the horse's face—“I'm sorry, we'll be done in just a minute”—took the spoon from Kandar, and scooped out a curd to squeeze it between her two fingers. She popped it in her mouth thoughtfully. “This is pretty close to done. I should get the salt out. Do you want a piece?”

When he nodded stiffly, she spooned out a bit more cheese, flipped it onto her fingers to drain, and offered it to him. He looked confused for a minute, before leaning forward and delicately taking it from her hand in his teeth.

Elsyn turned away to hide her red face. “Do you like it?” she asked the cheese pot, watching him from the corner of her eye.

He swallowed slowly and licked his lips. “I'm not sure. I've only had horse milk.”

She hummed as she unfolded a cheese cloth from the cabinet and laid it inside a metal basket that hung in the mouth of a large crock. She wrapped her shift around her hands to take the pot off the fire, remembering a moment too late how that motion hiked the fabric up high over her legs. She flinched and quickly poured the curds into the strainer.

I'll throw this pot at his head if he says anything, she thought. I will. I'm the queen now and no one is going to say anything about tree trunks to me ever again.

***
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KANDAR'S BRAIN FIZZED to a halt as his eyes traced the rise of the hem of Elsyn's shift up the back of her thighs.

Some minutes later, a single, pathetic thought struggled its way to the churning surface.

This is not how I expected her to be.

***
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“WHAT DOES HORSE CHEESE taste like?” Elsyn asked.

Kandar grunted. “Uh. It doesn't really make ... cheese, in the same way. It sort of, uh, bubbles up. Like beer.”

She heard the sound of claws on the stone floor, and suddenly he was peering over her shoulder into the strainer.

“What happens now?” His breath tickled her ear.

“I mix in salt with the curds and put them in the press.”

“How long are they. Uh. In the press?”

“A day or so, until most of the whey is pressed out.”

Can I drink the whey? Socks asked from the other side of the closed door. I would like to drink the whey, it smells very nice, I have heard that whey is very good for horses.

Elsyn laughed. “No, we use it for our breakf—” She turned her face toward the door without thinking, and her nose bumped into the goblin's nose. He was taller than she was, but he had bent down low to get a better look at the draining curds over her shoulder.

He didn't move. She thought she should probably move, but instead she stayed where she was, the tip of her nose touching the side of his nose. Her stomach was doing a very strange thing.

Hello, hello, I am still on the other side of this door, which is still very closed, I am very bored and lonely, please come right away because I think I might need to go chew on something, Socks said.

I should go stop him from getting into mischief, Elsyn thought vaguely.

Kandar probably had the same thought; his head turned toward the door as well, leaving Elsyn with her nose in the space under his ear.

He smells nice, Elsyn thought wistfully. Like sweet grass. Almost like a cow. I suppose that's what horses smell like.

The goblin's clawed hand came to rest on her waist. For a moment, she thought about how lovely, how easy it would be to relax against that hand and that shoulder. She had felt like a wire stretched to breaking for—well, if she were honest, years now. It would be nice to relax somewhere, with someone.

It was a very brief moment. The hand reminded her of her body, of what had been said to her about her body, of why no one was going to ever say anything to her about it again.

She was a queen. And as a queen, she probably shouldn't be messing about with a goblin in the temple's cheesemaking workshop. It wasn't as if she knew him or could trust him.

Elsyn took a half-step back. “Pardon me.”

“Pardon,” the goblin repeated. He seemed to come back to himself and ducked his head in a little bow. “I will go look after Socks.” He rose to his full height and looked down on her through inscrutable orange eyes. “It was ... interesting ... to meet you.”
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The goblin delegation had taken over one of the lower sections of the palace, a chain of rooms immediately adjoining the stables and far distant from the royal residence and the temple on the top of the hill. To return from the temple, Kandar and Socks had to pass first through the pastures, then the ancient, cavernous throne room, bypassing the monarch's rooms to descend multiple terraces of noble apartments, public rooms, kitchens, great halls, and courtyards, before arriving in the lowest section, dedicated to service rooms, laundries, storage, and workshops, built against the exterior wall. The palace was a small dysfunctional town in of itself.

Kandar had noted uneasily how many different social machines ran within its walls—the large body of servants in dark blue livery, associated with the palace itself; a smaller group of serving people wearing black, employed to look after the aristocratic families staying there; and the nobles themselves, most of whom still stank of fairy glamour. He couldn't tell how many families were represented within these walls, but he and Socks surprised three different groups of finely-dressed humans ascending the palatial staircases while they descended.

All of it contrasted painfully with the empty, dusty, decidedly unmagical smell of the temple on the hill above. He had seen four other priests after Elsyn, and they had hurried away as soon as they noticed him.

Socks led him into the stables, where the goblins had taken the doors off several stalls and hoisted the grain bins into the rafters to protect them from magical horses. Socks could open locked doors and untie knots, and he was not the most intelligent of the goblin mounts.

Kandar found what he was looking for perched atop a pile of boards, fastidiously washing its ears with one paw. The cat paused, considering him with green eyes, before busily attacking its left flank with bristling tongue. He would have asked one of the temple cats, but god-infused places made magic go strange and faint.

“I have a message for the goblin king,” he told the cat, offering a claw to sniff. The cat, a dark tortoiseshell, deigned to nose his knuckle, before rubbing its—no, her—face vigorously against his hand.

“You honor me,” Kandar said gravely.

The cat sat perfectly upright, curling her tail over her white forepaws.

“Tell the king that Taryn's sister hasn't got the fairy-stench on her,” he said. More words fought to get out of his mouth, some sensible—everything else reeks of fairies here; I don't trust any of the humans in the palace; why is the temple so empty?—and some decidedly not—Why didn't you warn me that Elsyn is magnificent?

Whatever he said, he reminded himself, would be heard not only by his cousin but also Taryn, and most likely by Ashmallen, the forest witch, beloved of both. He did not care if he offended Taryn, but the goblin king and Ash cared very much.

Finally he said, “Elsyn makes very good cheese,” and made a half-bow to the cat.

She tucked her chin against her chest for moment, then jumped down from the boards and vanished around the corner.

***
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“MAYBE WE SHOULDN'T just give advice on who we think the queen should marry,” Kandar said. “Maybe we should put forward someone.” He stood in the innermost room of the goblin quarters, the only one with no windows and a door that could be shut tight, with five other members of the delegation.

Ildar, the goblin king's wizard, stared at him, his mouth slightly open. He had led the first delegation of goblins to attend the coronation and had stayed on to supervise ongoing diplomatic relations—which, as the king had very pointedly not said before they left, meant ensuring the fairies had really left the palace.

Ildar was the last of the horse-lords who had ridden over the mountains into the goblin kingdom many hundreds of years ago, though he had made the journey in a baby bundle on his mother's back. Kandar had been in deepest awe of him from childhood, until circumstances had conspired to demand that he rescue Ildar from the clutches of a powerful nettle spirit. The wizard had tried to harvest her abode for soup. Now Kandar only felt a manageable amount of awe.

“And who do you think that should be?” Jolar asked. Jolar was another cousin to the king on his father's side. She had four husbands and had once killed a dragon by hurling a wagon wheel through the air and decapitating it. Kandar had been in love with her several times, though he hadn't mentioned it after the first time, when she had fallen off her horse laughing.

Ildar's mouth snapped shut. “Yes, who?”

“It should be me,” Kandar said. “I'm the closest to the king by blood and by foster.” His mother Usdar was the only blood-sister of the old queen. “It would be an insult to offer anyone of lower rank.”

Usdar had generally been an absent parent, fighting trolls and bog wights and occasionally minor gods, so Kandar had spent all of his childhood and most of his youth following the king like a hound. She was an illustrious parent to have, if only she had been home long enough to teach him anything.

Ildar, Jolar, and the other three goblins looked blankly at him. If they were thinking of his complaints over the past three weeks about being named emissary to the human kingdom—which had continued during the ride down, right up to the morning before he had gone out to sit in the tree to watch Elsyn—none of them said anything.

Jolar was possibly considering the arrogance of a husband offering himself up instead of waiting to be chosen.

“What?” Ildar said.

“The presentation of the first princeling and the dukes who are asking after her hand is tomorrow afternoon,” Kandar went on. “I'll put myself forward then. It's a good match. The queen needs allies, and we are a very good ally.”

“What?” Ildar said.

“I'm the best choice,” Kandar said. “I'll be the only one there who hasn't done any treason.”

***
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THE TORTOISESHELL CAT was waiting for Kandar just outside the goblin quarters, batting a piece of lint lazily across the floor.

He crouched and blinked slowly at her.

She blinked slowly at him, opening her mouth as if to meow.

The goblin king's voice, lower and less gravelly than Kandar's own, emanated from somewhere behind the feline teeth. “Keep watch for fairy doors. Oberon may have opened others into the city. Try not to annoy Jolar too much.” The cat closed her mouth and dabbed a paw to the lint.

Kandar was preparing to feel embarrassed and annoyed—trust his cousin to use part of the message to tease him—when the cat meowed again.

“Ash wants to know if Elsyn ages her cheeses, or makes only fresh. Taryn begs that you take care of her sister, as she was not able to.”

Kandar looked sharply at the cat, who twitched her ears and sauntered away.
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The royal headdress was extremely heavy, and it took Elsyn a few tries to get it settled so it didn't chafe. It was gold on gold, a heavy band studded with red stones wrapped around the base of the priest horns. The horns were hollow but still massive. The whole contraption was so tall that she had to take it off again to walk through the door.

She had not really believed she was going to be crowned. She still didn't really believe that it had happened now. She was the spare daughter, the lesser daughter, the daughter who had been given to the temple ten years ago to spare her parents further embarrassment. When the heir had been Taryn, who was perfect, beautiful, everything they could have wanted, how could anyone imagine another queen? Once Taryn herself had bored of having her younger sister around, there was no reason for their parents not to hustle Elsyn off to the holy cowherds.

But now, Taryn was gone. As far as the rest of the kingdom knew, she had been kidnapped by fairies and then killed trying to escape. Fairies were vicious. Everyone knew that.

Elsyn examined her reflection grimly. She had known, she thought, though she kept that thought hidden at the back of her mind, as if someone might overhear. She had known something was wrong when Taryn stopped protecting her. The first time her sister had laughed when one of her mother's ladies had called her fat, she had known.

She had just turned thirteen, and Taryn fifteen. Before then, the comments about her body had been part of a larger game, where the noble women competed to say the nastiest thing possible about each other's children, phrased as a compliment. The game started when the queen left the salon for her afternoon audiences and ended when Taryn got angry, usually a few minutes after they started needling Elsyn.

She couldn't remember the exact wording of the insult. She did remember the precise distance her stomach had dropped when, at the moment that Taryn always snarled, “Stop that,” she instead laughed a weird, tinkling laugh.

The feeling of betrayal had not left her. Maybe it would never leave.

It had only gotten worse, as Taryn—the false Taryn, the fairy Taryn, the impostor Taryn—had gotten more and more slender, and Elsyn had grown fatter and fatter. The ladies scrabbling to get into the heir's good graces found they could garner favor by making much of the difference. This version of Taryn hadn't even cared if they repeated their witticisms about pigs and bridge piers.

In some way Elsyn had been relieved when her parents had given her up as a priest. Certainly it meant hard labor—cleaning the barn, carrying hay, often milking cows who would prefer not to be milked—and less comfort—she'd slept in the cold dormitory with the other priests and worn the same linen shift they all wore. But no one mocked her or yelled at her or invented cruel games that she couldn't refuse to play and always lost.

She had tried to grieve when her parents had died suddenly two years later, the year Taryn had turned eighteen, but when she looked into her heart all she found was coldness. She had attended the state funeral as part of the block of priests, with no more concession to her relation to the dead than a black armband, and when she looked at the caskets she felt nothing.

The deprivations of temple life had grown sharply worse after Taryn had been crowned. She had shut the priest-gate and barred the temple from receiving grain or hay or medicines that had not passed through the palace first and received her approval. Most things had not been given that stamp and were sent back, and after a year of this merchants did not even try to sell to the temple anymore. The temple had once been a center of worship, of medicine, of legal and veterinary assistance, but no more. The hardest blow had struck the year before, when a cattle plague had killed thousands of animals up and down the country and diminished the holy herd itself by sixty beasts.

And now both Taryns are gone, and I am queen, Elsyn thought. What had really happened before her coronation was too bewildering to contemplate.

She smoothed the fabric of her new robe down her thighs, admiring the golden patterns woven in among the white threads. It was cut to resemble the priest's shift, but the fabric was thick and lined so that it fell away from her body in a smooth waterfall. So far, the appointment with the tailor was the only one she had made herself as queen.

“Your Majesty,” came a voice from the door. “The reception room is ready.”

I'm not ready! Elsyn gave her head a little shake to clear out that thought. The horns of the headdress sliced through the air. The lady at the door blanched and backed away. She was short and as fine-boned as a child, and Elsyn felt like a hulking monster standing before her.

I think I recognize this one, Elsyn thought, falling in behind her. She used to sit right next to Taryn and bray like a donkey whenever a joke was made about me. No wonder she's frightened now.

Little does she know that I've no friends. Taryn—the fairy—made sure of that. I doubt anyone will so much as lift a finger if I start giving out orders. The High Priest might have helped me, but they're gone, too.

The lady stopped by a door and bowed to her. Elsyn took off the headdress, walked through the door, and put it back on.

There were four lords and five ladies already in the room, as well as two blank-faced servants in black livery. Elsyn's heart sank as she looked over them. Two of the lords and the four of the ladies had been toadies for Taryn. The others she didn't recognize, though they all looked very small. With the horns, she towered over everyone in the room.

She did not sigh.

They were all bowing now and murmuring polite things. A lady with a pearled stomacher pinned to the front of her gown gestured gracefully to her. Elsyn thought she had been the one to organize this reception, and she dug around in her head for a name. Ilana? Ilana of ... something. Glascrann, maybe.

The assembled were murmuring.

“It would be good to get this settled.”

“Of course one worries about an heir.”

“If only she had married. . . “

Elsyn fixed this last lady with a bleak stare, and she withered.

“Go on then,” she said, more gruffly than she would have liked. “Bring in the suitors.”

The four hopefuls walked in, each dressed a little more grandly than the last. One was old, fifty or even sixty. One had a religious medallion pinned ostentatiously on the front of his cloak, but it wasn't for the Two-Bodied God. One had a goatee. One was young and red-faced. They were all shorter than her. The young one was much shorter than her.

It wasn't that she minded, Elysn thought mutinously. Only that short men minded her.

The various nobles started to make the case for and against each of the men. Elsyn half-listened and imagined what Pumpkin or Turnip would think of each of them.

A little snort of laughter bubbled up—she tried to swallow it—

The door flew open again. In marched Ildar, the wizard, his face ablaze with purpose. He had been responsible for fusing the crown to the priest's horns. He was a lanky individual, so tall that she felt squat in comparison, and oddly gray in his coloration: gray skin, gray hair, gray eyes, gray vest and tunic over gray pantaloons. Behind him were six goblins all dressed in brilliant colors and carrying long, curved swords.

“We wish to offer a suitor,” the wizard said, in a ringing voice.

“Oh, but—”

“Goblins don't—”

“Surely not—”

“You can't be serious,” the man with the goatee said. “A goblin can't marry a human. There would be no issue.”

“My mother was human,” came a gravelly baritone from near the door.

“I present our suitor, Prince Kandar, son of Usdar, daughter of Erlar—” Ildar intoned.

The other five goblins parted, neatly, as though they had practiced this entrance, and the goblin who had watched her from the apple tree stalked forward. His vest, tunic, and trousers were all flame red. The wizard went on intoning, listing the names and lineages of all the other goblins present.

Elsyn bit back one response, then another, then another—you're a prince?—oh, so you weren't looking for anyone in particular, hm?—why are you here?—before taking a deep breath. If she hadn't been so angry, his splendor would have been intimidating. She knew from standing close to him that he
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